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I can hardly speak.
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It starts with the panic, the sound of sharp knocking. The pounding on Annelise’s door, a crash in her skull, jolting her from sleep. They’re coming. Her heart slams, and she sits up, blind in the darkness. Her arms reach out. Where is the baby? Fear floods her lungs. She’s drowning.


They’re coming. Breathe. Hold the baby close, keep her quiet.


Is there something else in the churning flood of terror? In the squeeze of panic, the slightest slackening, relief? She’s been waiting so long for this moment, dread her constant companion, and now it’s here. Whatever horror is about to befall her, she won’t have to fear it any longer.


In the room, silent now, she strains to hear. Her heart is pounding so hard her body is thrumming, her hands trembling. Is that her husband next to her, snoring softly? Is that the warm, reassuring shape of him? They will take him, too. They’ll take all of it, everything and everyone she has ever loved. In an instant. A flash.


Years will pass, a long, surprising slant of light, and this terror will abate. She will pick her daughter up from school, stand in her kitchen with her hands on her hips, sip from a glass in the evening, slip under smooth sheets. But this will always be her frozen moment, the definition of her days. They will always be pounding on the door in the middle of the night. They will always be coming.









 


 


An hour doesn’t pass that I don’t think about you.
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There is so much work to do. Toil is a constant in her life, the ongoing story of her years. In fact, Klara takes some comfort in its predictability, the way that a Sunday afternoon of polishing silver or washing floors can ease her nerves and stretch her mind into a pleasant blankness. And there is the undeniable satisfaction of a task completed, the pleasing order and gleam of a finely tended home.


Of course, there’s also the bakery: her pride and livelihood, yes, but oh, those dreadful dark mornings, the midday heat, the relentless specifics of the measurements, the unforgiving timing of every little thing. Some days she wakes up, dawn still hours away, and the exhaustion of the day before clings to her; she would want to roll over and go back to sleep if she allowed herself even to want that.


Klara can never let on, can never show this weakness. Annelise grouses and mutters and yawns dramatically, stares with sullen dark eyes and refuses to speak for hours, the spectacle of her displeasure so varied and colorful, she’s like a peacock of disdain.


She envies her daughter’s extravagance. But Klara can’t allow herself to crack. A word of complaint from her could loose an avalanche.


The precision of the bakery does, in a way, appeal to her nature, but it’s such a precarious balance. They can’t make any mistakes or they pay double, triple the price in lost revenue.


It changes a person—all of it, the tasks at hand. Klara has changed—of course she has! She’s become someone who is entirely focused on the work she must do. But that’s simply what it is to be a woman of good standing, to be alive in the world. It defies consideration.


Early in her marriage, there were mishaps: the loaf of bread that almost burned down the apartment, the boiled egg, forgotten, that exploded in the kitchen, sending bits of shell like shrapnel flying around the room. She cleaned up every last splinter before Annelise woke, before Julius came into the kitchen for coffee, and so only Klara herself, who accidentally knelt on a sharp chip of eggshell, was even slightly injured. She considers that injury … what? Not a punishment, exactly, but a reminder, the quick, searing pain a covenant. She learned not to make those mistakes, and in learning, she has become intolerant of laxity. And so, she has become intolerant of her own daughter.


How did such a girl come from her? Annelise was such an industrious child when she was small, so cheerful and competent, her dear little helper! But now she’s almost fifteen, and a fog has settled over her. Now Annelise is alternately dreamy and resentful, her work at the bakery halfhearted at best. She suffers no remorse when she leaves a domestic task half done, when (sighing) she mops around the kitchen table instead of underneath it, when she takes the feather duster to the living room and then, halfway through, for no apparent reason, simply abandons her task.


Yes, Klara adores her daughter, of course she does. It’s just that it is so much easier to adore her after the work is done. But this is the problem: the work is never done. And so, when Annelise complains—or when she mumbles under her breath, or dallies, or says, “I’ll do it in just a few minutes,” frustration blooms in Klara like deadly nightshade.


There was the warm Tuesday evening, just last week, when Klara dragged herself home after a long day at the bakery (poor, dependable Julius was still there, finishing the orders, closing the store). Klara trudged up the apartment stairs, expertly finessed the stubborn lock and opened the door to their apartment, and walked into an unholy, godforsaken mess: breakfast dishes still on the table (not even soaking in the sink), Annelise’s books and papers strewn about the living room, her cello propped against the wall, dressing gown on the floor like a puddle of pink cotton, an apple core on the piano. And there: Annelise herself, draped across the sofa, face slack and peaceful, asleep. Asleep!


Well. A flame ignited inside Klara; she could almost hear the pop. She had been at the bakery since four in the morning. Her ankles were swollen, her feet practically screaming out loud with pain. She was coated in sugar and flour and oil and sweat, a slick organic grime. She had asked Annelise to start dinner, to boil the potatoes and peel the carrots, but there was no sign of any work having been done. My God, she was bone-weary, and now this: hours ahead of her.


Klara, electrified with fury, shook her daughter awake. “What is the matter with you?” she barked. “Get up! Get up!” She was wild, murderous. She shook Annelise’s shoulders harder than necessary, allowed her fingers the momentary pleasure of digging roughly into her daughter’s flesh.


“Mama!” Annelise’s voice was high and choked. She had been ripped from a lovely, dozy dream: she was performing a cello recital, every note perfection. For the briefest moment her mother’s scolding overlapped with Tchaikovsky’s Nocturne. Annelise blinked, registered the bite of Klara’s fingers into her shoulders, her mother’s blotchy-pink, enraged face hovering above hers. Her eyes watered. “I’m sorry,” she squeaked. “I fell asleep.”


“Obviously,” Klara hissed. “Clean up this mess right now!” She turned on her heels and headed into the kitchen to begin her next shift. From the living room, Annelise’s sobs were tiny, gulping chirps. A second ago, Klara had been so mad she’d been quaking. But just as suddenly as it had combusted, the flame was doused. A liquid embarrassment seeped through her edges now. She was still wearing her shoes, her cloth coat, but she couldn’t go back into the living room to put them away. She blinked back her own tears as she attacked the potatoes with the sharp peeling knife.


She was training Annelise to function without her. That’s what she was doing. One doesn’t always remember it in the busy slog of the day, but that is the project. A mother teaches her daughter to perpetuate the tedious rituals of her own imperfect life. And by instilling in her child the virtues of order, she shows her how to keep the chaos at bay. It’s not always pleasant. But what else is there?


But in a dark house, at night, next to her sleeping husband, she aches for the moments she didn’t touch Annelise as she passed, the times she didn’t praise her beautiful cello playing; how easy it would be to whisper to her what she is, my treasure, to kiss her dark head. Regret is a low, constant throb.


Klara shrugged off her coat, draped it over a kitchen chair, and began stripping the potatoes with an expert fwip-fwip. The kitchen grew dim as evening settled. She peeled and peeled. Potatoes accumulated in the pot like white stones in cold water. The apartment was quiet, and, after a long time, she was calm.









 


 


Now I have several questions to ask you, Annelise. I went through some of your things yesterday and I saw that your curtains were here. You’ll need these right away. Shall I put them aside? What about the rose-colored dress with the matching coat and the black coat? Red sweater? Black dress that we bought in Frankfurt? Answer all of these questions, please.











[image: Chapter opening ornament]


Annelise trudges into the bakery with her parents every morning before sunrise, bleary and taciturn. The predawn darkness is so deeply at odds with her body’s clock that she sometimes feels as if she’s sleepwalking, still mid-dream. As her parents bicker about who forgot to order more white sugar or sweep the front step, she twists her hair into a bun and ties her white apron around her waist. The black coffee she drank before she left the house will spark her senses soon. On her mother’s strict orders, she’ll put on her cheeriest face for the customers. Mohnkuchen? Pfeffernüsse? Streuselkuchen? This is her job, although of course she doesn’t get paid. It’s the family business, so it’s her duty, her burden, and, she has no reason to doubt, her inheritance.


She finished school at the Gymnasium in the spring, just three months ago, and although she was never a brilliant student, she feels the loss of that part of her life acutely now, sharp as a pencil tip. She misses the daily chats with Emmi and Sofie, the pleasure of mastering her subjects, the smell of chalk and polished floors, the forward motion. Now, it’s Bäckerei Adler that gives shape to her hours, and the only way out is marriage and children—and even then, she’ll likely be pressed back into service sooner rather than later, when her theoretical children are old enough to go to school. She’ll untie this white apron and exchange it for a different one, and then, in a few years, she’ll knot herself back into this one. Her life unfurls before her, apron after apron.


She pulls the rag bucket from under the sink and takes out a clean cloth (a scrap of an old apron, as a matter of fact), soaks it in vinegar and water, and begins to scrub down the counter. Her parents are in the back, beginning the day’s baking, companionable now in their predictable rhythms. The smell of yeast hits her nostrils first; then, depending on the day, next will be cinnamon or ginger or, her favorite, anise, bright and slightly bitter.


What is it that she wants? A different burden of responsibilities? A passion she can’t define? Simple escape? She loves to read, she likes to draw, she is a reasonably accomplished cellist. But so what? She blows a stray wisp of hair out of her eyes, attacks a smudge on the glass with excessive vigor. She just knows: not this. Her discontent is undefined, undefinable, and so the bakery has become its focus. She hates the relentless, dull routine, the heat, the dirty utensils forever needing to be washed. She despises it with a contempt that will, after everything that comes later, reconfigure itself into a hot and stunning shame.


Outside, she hears the first clanks and clatters of Feldenheim rattling to life. The sun is coming up now, dim glow edging through the storefront window. Midday, it will be so bright and hot in here that Annelise will have to crank the awning, but for now, this light is gentle and perfect.


There are some tolerable things about the bakery, if she’s honest with herself. For example, she is no great beauty—she knows this. She’s short, a little too curvy. Her eyes are as brown as a mud puddle, and her hair is impossible. But behind the glass bakery counter, she is in her element, a sea creature, an exotic, dark-haired mermaid swimming in a sea of crusty breads and sugar-dusted pastries. The scent of rising yeast lingers in the air, intoxicating. Young men on their way to class place their orders, brötchen, a slice of apfelkuchen or streusel, and smile at her hungrily. On occasional, quiet moments throughout the long day, she imagines herself irresistible.


Max Eisenberg, student of art history, friend of her youth, stops in nearly every day for pflaumenkuchen, which her mother bakes especially for him. When it’s still warm, Annelise will cut a generous slice, arrange it on a plate, and set it aside for him. These days, she mitigates the tedium by thinking ahead to his visit, how he will walk in at some point during the lull between the 8:30 rush and the 12:00 chaos, grinning at her, waiting patiently if there are people ahead of him.


She imagines his familiar smile and the new thrill of it. She and Max grew up together, their families neighbors in adjoining apartments. His mother and hers were as close as sisters, and Max and Annelise were born only a few weeks apart—Annelise first, in the middle of dreary February, and then Max, during the first soft lick of spring. They had been raised, until they were ten, as if their mothers were interchangeable. When they were very young, Klara and Dora fed them together, bathed them together, and often, after the children had played for hours, tucked them into the same bed. Annelise knew Max—the sharp jut of his elbows, the little gap between his front teeth, the grassy smell of his skin; the way he stood at the edge of a crowd, too shy to participate until she dragged him in; how, the winter they turned nine, he taught himself to speak in burps and wished her a happy birthday in loud, musical belches.


In the summer of 1922, the year they were ten, Max’s father, Karl, who drank too much and sometimes hit Dora, left.


“Good riddance,” Annelise’s parents said; “good riddance,” Dora echoed, with a quavery catch in her voice. In Annelise’s memory, that was all they said, a constant refrain, but she knew that Max cried himself to sleep. A few months later, Max and Dora moved into a smaller apartment a few miles away, in an older, less prosperous part of the city. The distance cost their friendship nothing. He was her brother.


Which is why their first kiss, three weeks ago, shortly after Annelise began working full-time at the bakery and Max started classes at the university, was a shock to both of them. They came together practically by accident—was it an accident?—in the cluttered kitchen of Max’s mother’s apartment, and then both jumped back as if their lips repelled each other, the north-seeking poles of two magnets. But it was just as shocking how quickly they came back together, seconds later, eager and undeterred, how their familiarity recalibrated and became a sparkling curiosity.


“Lise?” Max whispered, as if he weren’t quite sure who she was. She felt the sharp corner of the counter poke into her back. Max’s hand, in a confused flutter, patted her head, then came to rest on her shoulder. What is this? she thought, and then, Why not? It was the best kiss of her life. It was the only kiss of her life.


Ever since then, they’ve been sneaking around like teenagers, which they are: back in his apartment, while his mother is out shopping; in the bakery, after her parents have gone home, when she is supposed to be sweeping the floors and double-checking to be sure the ovens are cool and the lights are off. Their lives are enmeshed, but her options are limited, which makes their moments together more thrilling. Max wraps his arms around his old friend and whispers his plans to her—after university … the two of us … Berlin.


All they’ve done is kiss. Is there more than that? She’s eighteen years old, and she’s quite sure there is. She and Emmi and Sofie used to whisper about boys they liked, but those boys were abstractions: blue eyes, quick learners; jokesters or thinkers, fast runners or quiet readers; unknowable hearts.


Now, with Max, her oldest friend, she’s in a constant, heightened state, whirring like the bakery’s cast-iron hand mixer. She is waking up, wanting. The haze inside her is being burned away by the unlikeliest of kindling. In between carefully monitoring rising dough and wrapping loaves of bread for customers, Annelise is beginning to reimagine her future.


He stops in after his classes, his leather book bag slung over his shoulder. Klara peers around the corner as soon as she hears his voice. Her round face is bright pink from the heat of the industrial ovens. “You’re coming for dinner tonight, darling,” she tells him, clapping her hands together, sending up a little puff of flour, and Max says, “Yes, thanks,” and when Klara hustles back to her work area, Max grins at Annelise, and they share this buzzing secret, and the electricity of it carries her through the rest of her long day.


*


They sit across from each other at the dining room table, curtains open to the fading light of the day. Max teases Annelise for having flour in her hair, and he fights her for the last potato, finally spearing it with his fork and waving it at her. Klara asks him about his classes, and Julius is his typical quiet self, nodding in peaceable agreement, letting his wife speak for him, but he likes to make up nicknames for the customers at the bakery, and today he tells Klara and Max and Annelise about his favorites: Willi the Walrus, the man whose mustache curled low beneath his droopy face, and Mother Goose, the woman who kept her four tiny, blond children in a straight line behind her at all times. Annelise snorts when she laughs, and Max kicks her under the table, and they’re just like they’ve always been: practically siblings. But then, after dinner, after eating the anise cookies she baked this afternoon, while her mother is doing the dishes, Annelise walks Max out, and he kisses her in the stairwell, the taste of licorice still on their tongues, and she runs, flushed, back to her apartment.


One day, a few weeks into this—what is it? they’ve never actually said—Max doesn’t show up at the bakery, not at all. At six in the evening, Annelise, not exactly worried but not exactly not worried, folds up her apron and untwists her hair and sweeps and scrubs and locks the door with the feeling that fourteen empty hours have just sifted through her fingers.


He doesn’t come in the next day, either, and so, late in the afternoon, when the store is quiet and the bread is sold and all that’s left are a few slices of streuselkuchen and a couple of kipferln, Annelise slips away and walks quickly to the café where they sometimes meet, her heels clopping hard on the narrow cobblestone sidewalk. The café is seven long blocks from the bakery, and when she arrives she’s breathing heavily and perspiring, even though the day is cool. She pushes the heavy door open and sees him almost immediately, sitting alone at a round table near the window, a cigarette burning in an ashtray, his books and notebooks spread out in front of him. She stands there for a second, in the doorway, wiping her sweaty hands down the sides of her green dress, blocking foot traffic until someone pushes past her and she is forced to come all the way in. Max, sensing the movement, looks up and sees her.


Annelise is, to her surprise, overcome with anger. Where have you been? she wants to say. Where the hell have you been? She is crackling with rage, a fishwife, a shrew. But she’s eighteen years old. She is not that. She raises a palm to her warm face, feels suddenly like crying. She swallows, walks over to him, trying to be casual, knowing instinctively that her approach to this situation is important.


“I was just feeling a little hungry,” she says brightly. “So I thought I’d stop in for a pastry. Didn’t know where else to go around here!”


Max laughs, puts his book down, and pats the chair next to him. “I’m sorry,” he says, and Annelise sits and tries to gauge the warmth in his tone from those two words. He moves his hand in a circle over the smooth grain of the table. “I had to study,” he says. She leans in close to hear him over the din of the café. He juts his chin toward the books and papers. “I have so much work to do.”


She nods, startled by how the slightest change in Max’s gaze, the dip of his head, the flicker of his focus, transforms her. Two days ago, she was a perfect composition of face and limbs and breath and heart. Now she is a rag doll, lumpy, mismatched, stitched together and stuffed with old cloth.


Max’s hand is resting, fingers splayed, palm down, on the table, and Annelise moves her own hand toward his at the exact moment that he reaches for his cigarette, and they do not touch: an awkward ballet.


I love you, she thinks. I love you, I love you, I love you. She is not stupid enough to say this out loud, but she feels her face go soft, her eyes watery with an ocean of affection, and Annelise hopes that Max is too preoccupied to notice.


This moment is nothing, really. Her heart will mend: Even as she can practically feel it cracking, she has an inkling that it will eventually glue itself back together. Maybe it’s even starting right now, the delicate process of repair. This is not a devastation like the ones that will follow, nothing like those great, gasping, winged monsters of ruin that will come later, the ones that will try to pick her up in their claws and fling her to her death. It’s nothing like those, obviously, but still, years from now, in another country with her handsome husband, this life irrevocably behind her, she will remember it: the smell of coffee beans and cigarette smoke, the clink of dishes and the laughter drifting over from other tables, the sudden rearrangement of their relationship reflected in Max’s face.


Her life will not unfold in any way she can possibly imagine in this nothing-moment: neither gently, with an abundance of love, nor roughly, under the pressing weight of obligation.


One week later, Max does come into the bakery, and Annelise looks up from the table she’s cleaning and feels as if she’s being lifted into the air and dropped suddenly. A little gasp, the softest oh, escapes her mouth.


Max—of course, of course—is holding the door for a tall woman who looks like a lioness, sharp, fine features and reddish hair and green eyes gazing around like she’s deciding which small mammal she will eat. Max catches Annelise’s eye. They head toward her. Annelise will not be the small mammal! She straightens, tucks her cleaning rag into her apron pocket, smooths a strand of hair that has escaped its tie, but anyone can see it’s too late for all of that.


“This is Katarina,” Max says, and Katarina nods at Annelise, offers her hand to shake. “She’s studying cartography at the university.” He turns to Katarina. “And this is Lise,” he says. “My oldest friend.”


Fifty years later Annelise will sit at a long wooden table, an enormous book in front of her, and she will slide her glasses down her nose and trace her finger down a column of tiny print and she’ll find their names: Max Eisenberg, 32, Auschwitz; Katarina Eisenberg, 33, Auschwitz; Otto Eisenberg, 7, Auschwitz. She will want to slam the book shut, but this book is too heavy to slam, and so, instead, she will just close it, very carefully, until, a minute later, she’ll open it again, to search for other names, which she will also find.









 


 


I’ve burned a lot of things on the stove this morning. It’s very empty here now. There’s no need for us to wait for anyone anymore on Saturdays. I need to keep busy so I can forget.
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If Julius could have placed an order, all those years ago, would he have put in for a boy? Well, what man doesn’t wish for a son to carry on his legacy? He imagined reading quietly with his son on a Sunday morning, playing chess with him while Klara made dinner. There would be a calm and unspoken understanding between them, two comrades against the floral-scented, overly talkative world of women.


But he fell in love with Annelise the moment the nurse placed her in his arms. Of course he did. She stared up at his face, taking its measure, blinking a secret code. He fell into an ocean of love.


Still, raising a daughter is the job of the mother, and even more so as she grows up. On more than one occasion, Julius overheard an argument between Klara and Annelise and thought, Thank goodness I’m not a part of that! And once in a while, from behind his newspaper, he allowed himself to dream of a boy, dark as Annelise, but quiet, uncomplicated. “Son, let’s go outside and kick the ball around while those two cool off, shall we?” But they lived in an apartment on a busy street. And Julius was never any good at sport.


He envied their passion, sometimes. It was dark, crimson. It blazed between them, love and hurt, adoration and tears.


They each came to him for comfort, and he knew how to soothe them, how to put out their fires. “Klara, she’s just a girl. She’s not forgetful on purpose. It’s her nature. Be patient.” “Lise, dry your tears, give her time to cool off. She expects so much from you because she loves you.”


When Annelise was small, they would walk together on Sunday mornings, slow rambles to the park, where Lise would investigate everything that caught her eye. Some days, immersed in the path of a bee or the crunch of leaf piles, they wouldn’t make it to the park at all.


Can we catch a squirrel? Can you teach me how to cook it? (“We don’t cook squirrels,” he told her. She squinted up at him, perplexed. “But we do cook fish?”)


There was something unusual about her, her strange, curious, reckoning mind, or maybe there was something unusual about all five-year-old little girls if you listened to them.


An image of his little brother sometimes superimposed itself upon his daughter—Paul’s green eyes replacing Lise’s brown ones, his short brown hair fading into her dark curls. He would have to catch his breath when that happened, close his eyes, pry the images apart.


How do I know we see the same blue? Are teeth little bones? When is the end of never? She had an imaginary friend called Pillow, a small, anxious man who needed frequent reassurance. Don’t worry about camels, Kissen. There are no camels where we live.


When Max broke her heart—did they think he didn’t know?—she wept in her mother’s arms. Julius paced the apartment. Behind her bedroom door, Lise’s sobs were melody, her mother’s low shushes the counterpoint. He had never been more useless. He walked around the living room, into the dining room, the kitchen, through the hallway, circled back again. His leather house slippers wore a path in the soft carpets.


He would march over to the apartment where Max and Dora lived, confront the damn fool. He’d stand inches from him, glowering. You are a son of a bitch! (Apologies, dear Dora.) But what the hell do you think you’re doing? How dare you … Here Julius’s fantasy stuttered. How dare you decide you’re not in love with my daughter? What then, a sharp jab to the jaw? Max might be feckless, but Julius held no sway over the private matters of Annelise’s heart. He wanted to slam his fist into the wall. But what would that solve? And who would fix the hole? Should he lift her up and place her feet on his and dance her around the apartment? His best ideas were futilities, all his old tricks worse than useless.


He was an observer of details. How she studied the ground after it rained, searching for worms. The neat white part down her scalp dividing her pigtails. The way she pushed beans around her plate, rearranging them as if that would fool her mother into thinking she’d eaten a few. Surly for the first hour after she woke up, loquacious before bed. It was his vocation to perceive and remember, and he did; he remembered everything. Her bitten nails. How she held a water glass with both hands. The way she paused before she spoke, as if she were slowly pulling herself out of a dream.









 


 


As soon as I get the confirmation, we will pack.
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Annelise wakes up to the clang of her alarm clock on the morning of her nineteenth birthday. It’s 4:00 a.m. Frost veils her bedroom window. The moon scrapes the black sky like a little chip of glass.


Misery. What would it feel like to wake up well rested, in a room bright with sunshine? She groans as she remembers that she used the last of the coffee yesterday and forgot to pick up more. She has no one to take her to the movies tonight (well, maybe Emmi, but definitely not Sofie, who is nestled cozily in her new life now and never goes out) and anyway she’s too tired to go to the movies because she has to wake up every day at 4:00 a.m. And today, of all days, with no coffee. Her bed is so warm. The floor is freezing. It’s Friday. It is Friday, February 13, 1931, and Annelise is miserable because she is miserable.
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